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(57)  The invention concerns method and apparatus

for the selection of a service provider for providing a

service to a system - for instance, for selecting a tele-
communciations service provider. The apparatus com-
prises a system monitor (20) to monitor usage of a cur-
rently in place system (10), a data gathering system
(30), to gather pricing and contract information from po-
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Method and apparatus for the selection of a service provider

tential service providers (40) and an analysis engine
(50) for calculating the costs to a user of adopting par-
ticular service providers. The method and apparatus are
arranged to alert a user of the system to the best service
provider and, optionally, to automatically cause the sys-
tem to reconfigure and adopt service from the recom-
mended provider.
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Description

[0001] Theinventionrelates to the selection of service
providers.

[0002] Presently, when a user requires, for example,
the provision of a domestic electricity supply, the user
has a limited and often confusing choice to make. Whilst
there may be more that one possible service provider
for the user to select, the user will often be unsure as to
exactly which supplier would best meet his needs. Com-
plications in deciding which company to take a contract
out with include some companies having standing
charges and variable tariffs according to usage and oth-
er companies avoiding standing charges but having
higher basic charges. Selection between a number of
different possible service providers is down to the effort
that the user wishes to put into the exercise in research-
ing what is available and then evaluating what best suits
a user's needs.

[0003] The above scenario does not just apply to en-
ergy provision contracts, but to the provision of any par-
ticular service. In most market areas there will be more
than one possible provider and pros and cons to many
contract deals.

[0004] It is an aim of preferred embodiments of the
present invention to alleviate the above problem to
some extent and provide a means for automatic selec-
tion of service provider.

According to a first aspect of the invention, there is pro-
videda method for the selection of one amongst a plu-
rality of potential service suppliers for the supply of a
particular service, the method comprising the steps of,
in an on-line environment:(1) assessing a users likely
desired use of the service;(2) determining the number
of available service providers having terms of service
provision which are potentially acceptable to a user;(3)
determining the anticipated cost to the user of switching
service from an existing service provider to obtain serv-
ice from a new service provider; and (4) selecting a best
value service provider.

[0005] A second aspect of the invention provides a
method for the selection of one amongst a plurality of
potential service suppliers for the supply of a particular
service, the method comprising the steps of, in an on-
line environment:(1) assessing a users likely desired
use of the service;(2) determining the number of service
providers which are potentially acceptable to the user
by interrogating databases held by service providers to
search such databases for costs of service provision
and associated contractual terms of service provision;
(3) determining amongst the set of service providers
identified in step (2), which service providers are poten-
tially able to supply the service to the user at an accept-
able cost and under acceptable contract terms; and (4)
selecting a best value service provider.

[0006] According to a third aspect, there is provided
a method for the selection of one amongst a plurality of
potential service suppliers for the on-going supply of a
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particular service under contract, the method compris-
ing the steps of, in an on-line environment: (1) assessing
a users likely desired use of the service over a particular
period, on the basis of historical usage data; (2) deter-
mining the number of available service providers having
terms of service provision which are potentially accept-
able to a user; (3) determining the anticipated cost to
the user of continuing to receive service provision from
an existing service provider as well as anticipated costs
to the user of switching service from the existing service
provider to obtain service and receive continued service
from a new service provider; and (4) selecting a best
value service provider.

[0007] Where the user is already being provided with
the service by an existing service provider, step (1) pref-
erably comprises the following sub-steps:

(1) (1) logging data relating to the users use of the
service over time; and

(1) (I) maintaining cost records of actual costs in-
curred over time under arrangements with the exis-
iting service provider.

[0008] Step (2) may comprise analysing contract
terms of the available service providers and determining
whether such terms would be potentially acceptable to
the user. Based on such an analysis, those available
service providers whose contract terms include one or
more terms which would be unacceptable to the user
may either be automatically eliminated from further
steps of the procedure or entered into a negotiation
phase in which contract terms may potentially be varied
with a view to making a potential contract with such serv-
ice providers more acceptable to the user.

[0009] Step (2) may comprise the sub-steps of:

(2) (I) maintaining a database of potentially user ac-
ceptable contract terms and of definitely not accept-
able contract terms;

(2) (1) comparing contract terms of the available
service providers with the contract terms in the da-
tabase; and

(2) (Ill) where a contract contains any terms not
present within the database: further considering
such unknown terms to check or deduce whether
such terms are potentially acceptable or definitely
not acceptable and updating the database to in-
clude such terms.

[0010] Alternatively, step (2) may comprise consulting
a database that contains parameters relating to typical
contract terms and the analysis engine may perform an
automatic deduction of whether particular contract
terms are acceptable. Suitably, such parameters may
comprise, for instance, preferences over various con-
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tract terms, risk levels, type of desired relationship with
provider (long term, one shot, etc...) .

[0011] The database may store actual contract terms
or store data that will allow deduction of acceptability.
[0012] Where a contract term is found that is not ac-
ceptable to a user during step 2(11) or 2(lll), then the po-
tential service provider may either be eliminated from
consideration during further method steps or a negotia-
tion procedure may be initiated.

[0013] The negotiation step preferably comprises the
exchange of proposals between user and service pro-
vider with a view to converging towards contractual
terms that are suitable as a whole for both service pro-
vider and customer. During negotiation not only the non-
acceptable terms might be changed but other terms re-
lated in any way to them.

[0014] Preferably, step (3) comprises:

(3) (1) storing billing terms of available service pro-
viders; and

(3) (Il) on the basis of stored usage information and
the billing terms calculating the likely cost to a user
of utilising each available service provider.

[0015] Step (4) may comprise comparing a cost of ob-
taining service from an existing supplier to the likely
costs of obtaining service from the available service pro-
viders and selecting the lowest cost service provider.
[0016] The method may comprise the step (5) of rec-
ommending the best value service provider to the user.
Alternatively, in a step (5) the best value service provider
may be automatically contacted to negotiate service
provision.

[0017] A step (6) may comprise commencing service
with the selected service provider. Step (6) may com-
prise a sub-step of configuring a system of the user to
comply with the selected service provider requirements
and a sub-step of electronically complying with contrac-
tual requirements of the selected service provider.
[0018] Best value may be determined solely on the
basis of lowest cost to the user over a particular time
period.

[0019] Alternatively, best value may take into account
considerations other than the actual cost of service pro-
vision. For instance, if a service provider has the lowest
charges, but applies a large penalty clause payable un-
der certain circumstances, then a better value proposi-
tion may be to accept service from an alternative, more
expensive, service provider which does not apply such
a penalty clause. Other parameters may be taken into
account also when considering best value, or most suit-
able service provider. Such parameters may for in-
stance include the "green credentials" of a service pro-
vider or it's quality of service, etc.

[0020] Inthe above respects, certain contract clauses
whilst being stored in the database as being potentially
acceptable may be associated with weighting factors
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which are taken into account when calculating best val-
ue.

[0021] A fourth aspect of the invention provides a
method for the selection of one amongst a plurality of
potential service suppliers for the supply of a particular
service, the method comprising the steps of, in an on-
line environment:(1) assessing a users likely desired
use of the service;(2) maintaining a user database of
potentially user acceptable contract terms and of defi-
nitely not acceptable contract terms, interrogating avail-
able service provider databases to determine service
provision costs and associated contract terms, compar-
ing contract terms of the available service providers with
the contract terms in the database;(3) for service pro-
viders having potentially acceptable contract terms for
supply of the service, determining the anticipated cost
to the user of obtaining service from such service pro-
viders; and (4) selecting a best value service provider.
[0022] According to a fifth aspect of the invention,
there is provided an apparatus for the selection of a
service provider for providing a service to a system, the
apparatus comprising: a system monitor arranged to
monitor and store data concerning system usage, the
system monitor arranged to capture parameters relating
to system usage and a data store arranged to store us-
age data; a data gathering system arranged to gather
data relating to costs of service provision and contract
terms associated with such provision from potential
service providers; and an analysis engine comprising a
controller and a database containing details of contract
terms associated with service provision that are poten-
tially acceptable to the user and those which are not ac-
ceptable, the analysis engine being arranged to calcu-
late costs to the user of utilising the various potential
service providers, by performing cost calculations
based on the system usage data and the data gathered
from the service providers and to select the service pro-
vider who is deemed to provide the best value.

[0023] The data gathering system may comprise re-
mote access means and a remote network arranged to
seek details of potential service providers. Details gath-
ered may comprise billing information relating to the cost
of utilising potential service providers and may further
comprise contract terms associated with provision of the
service by the service providers or comprise other pa-
rameters associated with provision of the service by the
service providers. The gathered details are thereafter
preferably stored.

[0024] The analysis engine is preferably arranged to
compare gathered details relating to contract terms and
compare the gathered details to the potentially accept-
able and not acceptable contract terms stored in the da-
tabase.

[0025] The database may contain parameters relating
to typical contract terms and the analysis engine may
perform an automatic deduction of whether particular
contract terms are acceptable. Suitably, such parame-
ters may comprise, for instance, preferences over vari-
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ous contract terms, risk levels, type of desired relation-
ship with provider (long term, one shot, etc...) .

[0026] Preferably, where a service provider includes
any contract terms which are not acceptable to the user,
then the respective service provider is not considered
any further, or alternatively a negotiation procedure is
initiated in which the potential service provider is in-
formed that a particular term is not acceptable to the
user and is invited to retract that term or modify it. Where
a service provider imposes no unacceptable terms, but
imposes terms which are not contained in the database,
then such unknown terms are given further considera-
tion. Such further consideration may constitute referring
the unknown term to the user via a user interface or,
alternatively, the analysis engine may using its' knowl-
edge of previously agreed contract terms and entered
user preferences deduce whether such a term is likely
to be acceptable or not. Following consideration of the
unknown contract term by a user the database is pref-
erably updated to include the new term.

[0027] The analysis engine is preferably arranged to
compare billing costs associated with potential service
providers and an existing service provider (if applicable)
and select a best value service provider. The best value
provider is preferably recommended to the user as the
service provider to choose. Alternatively, the apparatus
may be arranged so as to automatically request service
from the service provider without recourse to the user.
[0028] For a better understanding of the invention,
and to show how embodiments of the same may be car-
ried into effect, reference will now be made, by way of
example, to the accompanying diagrammatic drawings
in which:

Figure 1 is a schematic block diagram of apparatus
for the automatic selection of a service provider;

Figure 2 is a flow chart relating to a process of gath-
ering and storing usage data carried out by a user
device forming part of the apparatus of Figure 1;

Figure 3 is a flow chart relating to a process of as-
sessing service providers which is carried out by the
user device; and

Figure 4 is a flow chart illustrating a process of con-
tract negotiation and sign-up following the selection
of a service provider by the user device.

[0029] Referring now to Figure 1, there is shown a
system to be monitored 10, a system monitor 20, a data
gathering system to gather data from potential service
provider equipments 40A, 40B and an analysis engine
50. Here, the data gathering system may comprise an
information server (IS) 30 arranged to communicate
with both the analysis engine 50 and service provider
equipments 40A, 40B via remote access means 32 of
the information server 30.
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[0030] The system 10 supplies usage data to the sys-
tem monitor 20 via a connection 7 and receives config-
uration information from the analysis engine 50 via con-
nection 8. A bi-directional connection 6 between analy-
sis engine 50 and IS 30 links analysis engine 50 to IS
30 and bi-directional connections 5 also exist between
the IS 30 and service provider equipments 40A, 40B.
Typically, the connections 5, 6 are network connections
such as internet connections.

[0031] The system monitor 20 comprises a data store
22 which receives the usage information via connection
7 from system 10.

[0032] The analysis engine 50 comprises a controller
52, a database in memory 54 and a user interface 56.
[0033] Operation of the system of Figure 1 will now
be explained in detail. For the purposes of this example,
it will be assumed that the system 10 relates to a do-
mestic electricity supply.

[0034] System monitor 20 is arranged to receive on a
periodical basis usage information from the system 10,
via the connection 7 and store such usage information
in the data store 22. Typically, the usage information for
a domestic electricity supply may be details regarding
electricity consumption sampled over various periods of
a day and, indeed, such sampling may continue for a
very large period of time, such that one full year's worth
of data may eventually be stored in the data store 22.
[0035] For the particular example shown, data cover-
ing a period of the preceding 12 months is useful in pro-
viding a full picture of how the system 10 is used over
time. It is critical however that the data store 22 be con-
figured so as to store information which matches the
types of information criteria underlying the billing struc-
tures of service providers. If information is not stored
according to those criteria, or is not retrievable to match
such criteria, then a meaningful choice between the var-
ious service providers is not possible.

[0036] Where no service has been previously provid-
ed and no actual usage data is available, the data store
may be filled with dummy usage data concerning antic-
ipated usage. Such data may be generated by selecting
amongst average usage patterns of users of a similar
type. For instance, typical energy consumption of a
childless couple living in a three bedroomed house and
having various electrical appliances.

[0037] The analysis engine 50 is arranged for interro-
gation of the data store 22 and to compare billing terms
and other supply terms of service providers. These bill-
ing terms and other supply terms are transmitted to the
analysis engine 50 via the bi-directional connection 6
between it and IS 30 for storage in database 54. The IS
30 acts as an interface between the site based system
comprising system 10, system monitor 20 and analysis
engine 50 and the externally based service provider
equipments 40A, 40B. The IS 30 receives or fetches all
the latest offers concerning different possible provisions
and payment plans from the service provider equip-
ments to pass such information on to the analysis en-
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gine 50.

[0038] Inbroadterms, the controller 52 of the analysis
engine 50 on the basis of usage of the system 10 and
on the basis of how that usage would be paid for accord-
ing to the billing terms of the various service providers,
decides which service provider will provide the most
suitable deal for the user of the system 10. By most suit-
able, it will be appreciated that such a deal might for
example be lowest cost based, based on a minimal en-
vironmental impact, or based on any other parameter or
set of parameters which might be of importance to the
user. The controller 52 may also take into account other
terms, such as when payment is required by service pro-
viders, whether payment is required by direct debit etc.
and checks whether those terms are acceptable user
terms. Indications of acceptable/non-acceptable criteria
may be pre-established by a user entering such infor-
mation regarding preferences via user interface 56 and
storing them in database 54. Such indications may com-
prise lists of acceptable contract terms or parameters
relating to, for instance, preferences over various con-
tract terms, risk levels, type of desired relationship with
provider (long term, short term, one-off etc.). These in-
dications may be arranged to allow the controller 62 to
deduce whether or not actual. If service provider terms
(which are also stored in memory 54 are acceptable). If
a service providers' terms are not acceptable, then even
though a service provider may provide an otherwise
most suitable service, the analysis engine 50 may sug-
gest an alternative service provider which meets the us-
ers other requirements. Alternatively here, rather than
eliminate a potential service provider at this stage, that
service provider may be allowed to negotiate the non-
acceptable term so as to retract or modify it or other con-
tract terms in some way which could prove acceptable
to the user.

[0039] Upon reaching a conclusion as to which serv-
ice provider will give the best overall service to a user,
the analysis engine 50 may request user confirmation
from user interface 56 that a change in service provider
is required and, if confirmation from the user is received
the analysis engine 50 is arranged to negotiate with the
chosen service provider to commence service from that
service provider and provide any necessary identifica-
tion for fulfilment of an electronic contract. The analysis
engine 50 may further be configured to contact the ex-
isting service provider and terminate an existing con-
tractual relationship.

[0040] The analysis engine 50 may also be arranged
to provide configuration information to the system 10 via
connection 8 to enable system 10 to configure itself to
the new service provider.

[0041] Referring now to Figure 2, there is shown a
flow chart illustrating the storage of usage data within
data store 22. In a step 20, usage information is received
from the monitored system 10. The usage data may, in
the example of domestic electric supply come from a
supply monitor adjacent the electricity meter or from the
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meter itself.

[0042] Received usage data is coded and stored in
the store 22 in step 21.

[0043] Instep 22, itis decided whether or not it is time
for an update of information, if not then a wait loop is
entered. If it is time to update, then it is determined in
step 23 whether or not the information store 22 is full. If
the information store 22 is not full, then the storage
method returns to step 20. If however, the information
store is full then the oldest piece of usage information
in the store 22 is deleted, prior to returning to step 20.
[0044] It will be appreciated that the abovementioned
method provides a means by which usage information
may be gathered periodically and stored in the usage
data store 22 on a first in first out (FIFO) basis.

[0045] Referring now to Figure 3, there is shown a
method by which the analysis engine 50 may decide
whether or not to adopt a particular service provider.
[0046] Referring in detail to Figure 3, for each partic-
ular service provider a series of steps 30 through 36 are
carried out. These steps are shown in full for a first serv-
ice provider A, and it will be appreciated that the steps
for service providers B ... N are exactly the same.
[0047] In a first step, the analysis engine 50 gathers
from connection 6 and stores in memory 54 the contract
terms and billing criteria for service supply from the var-
ious service providers and in a preliminary step com-
pares contract terms with user acceptable criteria. Such
user acceptable criteria are also stored in memory 54
and comprise information such as whether or not the
user is willing to subscribe on a direct debit basis, pay
in advance, pay spread over a particular period etc. In
step 31, it is determined whether or not the particular
contract terms specified by the service provider corre-
spond to known conditions in the memory 54. If the con-
tract term is not known, then the contract term in ques-
tion may either in step 32 be referred to the user via the
interface 56 to check whether or not such a term would
be acceptable or the controller 52 may, using knowledge
of user preferences and/or knowledge of previously ac-
cepted terms deduce the acceptability or otherwise of
the unknown term. If such a term would be acceptable,
then the memory 54 may be updated by adding this as
a new acceptable condition. On the contrary, if the term
would not be acceptable, then this may also be added
into the memory 54 as a non-acceptable condition.
[0048] In step 33, itis then determined whether or not
the known contract term is acceptable. If such a term is
not acceptable then in step 34 the particular service pro-
vider may either be rejected from the selection process
or a negotiation process may be initiated in which the
service provider is informed of the non-acceptability of
a contract term and invited to retract or modify orimpose
a different potentially acceptable term. However, if the
term is an acceptable one, then in step 35 billing terms
from the potential service provider are accessed. In step
36, the cost to the user of switching to the potential serv-
ice provider and receiving service during the next billing
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period(s) is assessed based on the stored usage data.
This assessment correlates the usage information with
the billing methods of the service provider and other rel-
evant information such as any penalty costs which may
be incurred in breaking an existing contract to give a
cost to the user which is stored.

[0049] The service provider cost of a particular poten-
tial service provider "A" for the billing period in question
and stored in step 36 may be regarded as a cost figure
of "COST A". It will be appreciated that there will in gen-
eral be other potential service providers "B" through "N",
each of which will also undergo steps 30 to 36 outlined
above to potentially arrive at respective cost figures
"COST B" through "COST N" which are also stored.
[0050] In a step 37, it is determined whether or not
there is an existing service provider. If there is not an
existing service provider then, in step 38 the lowest cost
service provider having acceptable contract terms is se-
lected and referred to the user for acceptance.

[0051] If however in step 37 there is an existing serv-
ice provider then a step 39 is carried out in which the
cost to the user of keeping the current service provider
during the next billing period(s) is calculated based on
the stored usage data and this is stored as a "COST 1".
[0052] In a step 40, COST 1 is compared to COSTS
A through N and it is determined whether or not any
among A through N undercut cost 1 by more than a pre-
determined amount (which may be zero). If the lowest
cost undercuts cost 1 by more than the predetermined
amount then a change is recommended to the user in
step 41. If however there is no cost saving to the user
or if the cost saving is less than the predetermined
amountthen no change is recommended to the user and
the procedure ends.

[0053] Referring now to Figure 4, there is shown a
flow chart representing the method steps which are nec-
essary in accepting a new service provider.

[0054] InFigure 4, assuming that the user has accept-
ed a recommendation to change, step 50 is carried out
which is a step in which the user equipment comprising
analysis engine 50 negotiates with a service provider by
means of service provider equipment 40. This negotia-
tion step 50 may comprise a number of sub-steps, for
instance, indicating a willingness to receive a service
from the service provider, and receiving, in principle, ac-
ceptance of the user's offer and confirmation of the con-
tract and billing terms

[0055] In step 51, the contract may be accepted on
behalf of the user and comply with any necessary online
contract terms. Such compliance may comprise trans-
mitting bank details to the service provider and utilisa-
tion of a private key or similar to provide authority.
[0056] Finally, in step 52 configuration information is
sent to the system 10 via connection 8 to configure the
system 10 according to particular service provider re-
quirements. For instance, a service provider may have
particular reporting requirements so that usage data is
passed directly to the service provider from the system
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monitor 20 and controller 52. Other possible configura-
tion equipment may comprise restrictions on usage of
the system 10, so as to automatically shut down the sys-
tem 10 after a particular period of use.

[0057] Whilstthe above invention has been described
using the example of seeking an alternative electricity
supplier, it will be appreciated that the system may be
applied to virtually any service in the real world or digit-
ally provided. For instance, if a user wishes to rent a
particular piece of equipment, he may use the system
monitor to enter data concerning the particular type of
equipment he wishes to hire and the system monitor
may automatically interrogate the various service pro-
viders via information server 30 to determine which
service providers in a particular geographical area are
able to comply with a users contract requirements and
which ones provide the most cost effective solution. In
another example, invention may be applied to the pro-
vision of a purely electronic service such as the provi-
sion of digital content over the internet. Again, negotia-
tion and fulfilment of a contract to supply the particular
article may be carried out automatically.

Claims

1. A method for the selection of one amongst a plural-
ity of potential service suppliers for the supply of a
particular service, the method comprising the steps
of, in an on-line environment:

(1) assessing a users likely desired use of the
service;

(2) determining the number of available service
providers having terms of service provision
which are potentially acceptable to a user;

(3) determining the anticipated cost to the user
of switching service from an existing service
provider to obtain service from a new service
provider; and

(4) selecting a best value service provider.

2. A method for the selection of one amongst a plural-
ity of potential service suppliers for the supply of a
particular service, the method comprising the steps
of, in an on-line environment:

(1) assessing a users likely desired use of the
service;

(2) determining the number of service providers
which are potentially acceptable to the user by
interrogating databases held by service provid-
ers to search such databases for costs of serv-
ice provision and associated contractual terms
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of service provision;

(3) determining amongst the set of service pro-
viders identified in step (2), which service pro-
viders are potentially able to supply the service
to the user at an acceptable cost and under ac-
ceptable contract terms; and

(4) selecting a best value service provider.

A method for the selection of one amongst a plural-
ity of potential service suppliers for the on-going
supply of a particular service under contract, the
method comprising the steps of, in an on-line envi-
ronment:

(1) assessing a users likely desired use of the
service over a particular period, on the basis of
historical usage data;

(2) determining the number of available service
providers having terms of service provision
which are potentially acceptable to a user;

(3) determining the anticipated cost to the user
of continuing to receive service provision from
an existing service provider as well as antici-
pated costs to the user of switching service
from the existing service provider to obtain
service and receive continued service from a
new service provider; and

(4) selecting a best value service provider.

A method for the selection of one amongst a plural-
ity of potential service suppliers for the supply of a
particular service, the method comprising the steps
of, in an on-line environment:

(1) assessing a users likely desired use of the
service;

(2) maintaining a user database of potentially
user acceptable contract terms and of definitely
not acceptable contract terms, interrogating
available service provider databases to deter-
mine service provision costs and associated
contract terms, comparing contract terms of the
available service providers with the contract
terms in the database;

(3) for service providers having potentially ac-
ceptable contract terms for supply of the serv-
ice, determining the anticipated cost to the user
of obtaining service from such service provid-
ers; and

(4) selecting a best value service provider.
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5.

10.

The method of claim 1,2, 3 or 4, wherein where the
user is already being provided with the service by
an existing service provider, step (1) comprises the
following sub-steps:

(1) (1) logging data relating to the users use of
the service over time; and

(1) () maintaining cost records of actual costs
incurred over time under arrangements with the
exisiting service provider.

The method of claim 1, 2 or 3, or claim 5 as depend-
ant on claim 1, 2 or 3, wherein Step (2) comprises
analysing contract terms of the available service
providers and determining whether such terms
would be potentially acceptable to the user.

The method of claim 1, 2 or 3, or claim 5 or 6 as
dependant on claim 1, 2 or 3, wherein Step (2) com-
prises the sub-steps of:

(2) (I) maintaining a database of potentially us-
er acceptable contract terms and of definitely
not acceptable contract terms;

(2) (II) comparing contract terms of the availa-
ble service providers with the contract terms in
the database; and

(2) (1) where a contract contains any terms not
present within the database: further consider-
ing such unknown terms to check or deduce
whether such terms are potentially acceptable
or definitely not acceptable and updating the
database to include such terms.

The method of claim 7, wherein where a contract
term is found that is not acceptable to a user during
step 2(I1) or 2(lll), then the potential service provider
may either be eliminated from consideration during
further method steps or a negotiation procedure
may be initiated.

The method of claim 4, wherein Step (2) further
comprises and the step of, where a contract con-
tains any terms not present within the user data-
base: further considering such unknown terms to
check or deduce whether such terms are potentially
acceptable or definitely not acceptable and updat-
ing the database to include such terms.

The method of claim 9, wherein where a contract
term is found that is not acceptable to a user, then
the potential service provider may either be elimi-
nated from consideration during further method
steps or a negotiation procedure may be initiated.
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The method of any preceding claim, wherein step
(3) comprises:

(3) (1) storing billing terms of available service
providers; and

(3) (Il) on the basis of stored usage information
and the billing terms calculating the likely cost
to a user of utilising each available service pro-
vider.

The method of any preceding claim, wherein step
(4) comprises comparing a cost of obtaining service
from an existing supplier to the likely costs of ob-
taining service from the available service providers
and selecting the best value service provider.

The method of any preceding claim, wherein the
method comprises the step (5) of recommending
the best value service provider to the user.

The method of any of claims 1 to 12, wherein in a
step (5) the best value service provider is automat-
ically contacted to negotiate service provision.

The method of claim 13 or 14, wherein a step (6)
comprises commencing service with the selected
service provider.

The method of claim 15, wherein step (6) comprises
a sub-step of configuring a system of the user to
comply with the selected service provider require-
ments and a sub-step of electronically complying
with contractual requirements of the selected serv-
ice provider.

An apparatus for the selection of a service provider
for providing a service to a system (10), the appa-
ratus comprising:

a system monitor (20) arranged to monitor and
store data concerning system usage, the sys-
tem monitor arranged to capture parameters
relating to system usage and a data store (22)
arranged to store usage data;

a data gathering system (30) arranged to gath-
er data relating to costs of service provision and
contract terms associated with such provision
from potential service providers; and

an analysis engine (50) comprising a controller
(52) and a database (54) containing details of
contract terms associated with service provi-
sion that are potentially acceptable to the user
and those which are not acceptable, the anal-
ysis engine (50) being arranged to calculate
costs to the user of utilising the various poten-
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tial service providers, by performing cost calcu-
lations based on the system usage data and the
data gathered from the service providers and
to select the service provider who is deemed to
provide the best value.

The apparatus of claim 17, wherein the data gath-
ering system (30) comprises remote access means
(32) for connecting to a network and seeking details
of potential service providers.

The apparatus of claim 16, 17, or 18 wherein the
analysis engine (50) is arranged to compare gath-
ered details relating to contract terms and compare
the gathered details to the potentially acceptable
and not acceptable contract terms stored in the da-
tabase (54).

The apparatus of claim 16, 17, 18 or 19, wherein
the analysis engine (50) is arranged to compare bill-
ing costs associated with service providers and se-
lect a best value service provider.
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